We studied factors influencing the length of the postfledging period in the Montagu's harrier, Circus pygargus. Fledging date influenced the date of departure, for both wild birds and captive-reared birds (for which food supply was constant throughout the postfledging period), suggesting that departure time was constrained by migration. However, this relationship was absent in good food years, when some birds had short periods of dependency even if fledged early in the season. The end of the postfledging period was associated with a decrease in the food provided by the parents, coinciding with an increase in the fledglings' flying and hunting abilities and in aggressive food solicitation. The postfledging period was shortest when food was scarcest (when controlling for fledging date), and was also shorter for younger siblings (when controlling for brood effects), even though the parents provided less food in poor food years, and for nestlings in larger broods, particularly the younger ones. These results suggest that departure time is an adult's choice. However, we also predicted that if fledglings control parental investment, they should attempt to prolong the period of dependency when they receive little food. Length of the postfledging period was affected by food abundance, with shorter periods in better food conditions for equivalent hatching dates. In addition, the postfledging period was longer for birds from larger broods (when controlling for hatching date and food abundance), and for wild birds than captive-reared birds except in peak vole years. These results suggest that fledglings try to compensate for a deficiency in the food supply with longer periods of dependence, provided there is enough time before migration.
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Parent and offspring interests may come into conflict over how much to invest in an individual offspring, because the optimal amount of care that a parent should give to one offspring will depend on the associated costs in terms of decreased production of other (including future) young (Trivers 1974). Parent-offspring conflict has been a central topic in evolutionary biology, especially with regard to reproductive effort and parentoffspring communication strategies (e.g. Charnov 1982; Harper 1986; Parker & Mock 1987; Mock & Parker 1997) .
In altricial bird species, the postfledging period (i.e. the period between the first flight from the nest and the break-up of the family ties) is a period in which young depend partly, or entirely, on food from their parents. This period, which lasts several weeks (most passerines) to months (e.g. in large raptors), is an important stage in the development of birds, because energy is stored during this period, and young also develop foraging skills essential to survival (Weathers & Sullivan 1989) . The critical nature of the postfledging period is reflected by high mortality rates of recently independent juveniles (Lack 1954; Sullivan 1989; Bustamante 1993) . It is likely that conflicts between parent and offspring interests arise during the postfledging period, although relatively little attention has been given to this stage compared with the nestling period.
During the postfledging period parents and offspring may come into conflict over its length or the amount of food delivered. Fledglings would benefit from getting as much food as possible and remaining dependent on their parents for as long as possible. However, parents are expected to reduce their feeding effort, if prolonging the care of offspring may prejudice the success of the following reproductive cycle (see Verhulst & Hut 1996) .
Among birds, raptors have been particularly well studied, partly because parent-offspring behaviour is easy to observe in these large birds. The postfledging period in raptors is critical for the completion of growth and the
